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Children whose parents leave for extended periods of time to go to war face the future with trepidation and worry over their parent’s safety. For children of warriors returning from war or from areas of conflict, their lives are filled with stress, uncertainty and worry about what the future holds. 
In America we like to think that childhood is a happy time for children. For most children this is true. But for the children of the warriors returning from war, their lives are filled with stress, uncertainly and worry about their parent. 

Deborah Ellis, who wrote the book, “OFF TO WAR” says, 

More than 1 million American and Canadian military personnel have taken part in the war in Afghanistan and Iraq, and according to the Boys and Girls Clubs of America, 1.2 million young people in the U.S. have at least one parent in the armed forces
. 
To the general public the children are the forgotten group. Schoolteachers report children whose parents are deployed coming to school unable to focus. It is easy to understand that these children feel confused, upset, anxious and sad. Unfortunately the parent that is left is many times trying to protect their children, so they don’t talk and explain what is are going on. In our modern society every area of the war can be seen on the nightly news. Children are continually bombarded with videos and pictures about the bombings, the killings and they wonder and worry about their deployed parent.

Children will tell you they feel lonely and abandoned and they search for answers but usually there is no one that understands what they are experiencing. 

Take the little boy named Alex. At six years of age he would sneak downstairs at night and curl up on the couch watching the news about the war. In Alex’s words, 

I felt a little scared, but I didn’t shake. I wanted to know what my dad was doing. I know that the good guys are winning and the bad guys are losing. And my dad is one of the good guys. When he calls I can tell him I know what he is doing. 

Karla Hillen, a clinical social worker with the Winn Army Hospital, says that since the war started that she has seen an increase in problems that include nightmares, depression, attention deficits, panic attacks and loss of appetite among the children. 

It is tough sometimes to know what is going on in the little kids’ minds. They don’t understand where Baghdad is and for all they know it is as close as Savannah. So why doesn’t Mommy or Daddy just drive home? 

Children feel alone in their journey. Their mothers or fathers are coming back home changed by their experiences. They have witnessed devastation and been involved in killing. They may have seen children used as pawns in the game of war with no regard for the child’s life whatsoever. They have seen the disregard other nationalities have for human life. All this affects them when they return to their families. Their posttraumatic stress does not go unnoticed by their children.

In her book “OFF TO WAR” Deborah Ellis has interviewed many children. Here is one example of what the children have to say.

Dad had a lot of combat stress when he came home. He tried to hide it from us kids, but I could see that he was lot quicker to get angry. Before he went, he was 
so patient with my brothers, more patient even than Mother Teresa would be, my 
mom says. When he came back he lost it. His patience was gone– not just with 
my brothers, but with me, too. He’d start in on me for making just the smallest sort of thirteen-year-old comment. He’d get so upset about the smallest, dumbest things.” 13-year-old Kaela.

In a church I was in NC we had one of our men go to war. He lost 5 men and had 17 came back injured. He refused to worship with his family at his church. His six year-old son was overwrought with the disconnection from his father. He  constantly asks his dad what’s wrong. He pesters his mom wanting to know why won’t his dad play with him anymore. The dad sits and stares or leaves the house to be alone.

These are the children and teens are going to need your empathy. Empathetic listening will go a long way for the children who need to talk. These children don’t need your sympathy because they don’t need for you to feel sorry for them. They need for you to connect with them. Allow them to ask questions. 

Don’t be surprised at the depth of their questions. Acknowledge what they are feeling. Don’t minimize what they are experiencing and tell them everything is going to get back to normal because things are not going to get back to normal. 

Many children/teens will be better able to express themselves when their hands are busy. Use art projects that are designed to help children work through some of their apprehensions. Do some of the activities just so children can have fun in a safe place. Do some activities that promote connections with other children that have experience similar situations. 

Routine and rituals will help children feel safe and comfortable. Knowing what is going to happen next is important. Rituals are points of connection for children. Develop a ritual while the parent is deployed. Something the child can depend on everyday. 

A big issue with these children is going to the safety issue. The family they once knew has changed. When the parent returns home confusion and the stress their parent is exhibiting, leaves some children feeling unsafe. 

To many children their parent’s behavior lends to a feeling of everything being out of control. Empower children with choices.  Let them have a choice in how they want to act. Give them choices about ways to contribute to the family unit.

Many children who feel unsafe will use aggressive and out of control behaviors. The out of control becomes their power. Because use the SafeKeeper concept developed by Dr. Becky Bailey
 

In the SafeKeeper concept the adult tells the children they are the SafeKeeper and it is their job to keep things safe. It is the child’s job to help keep thing safe. Almost all discipline situations can be handled through the Safe Keeper concept. 

An example of this concept is when a child is running simply say, 

“Whoa there Cody, running is not safe. What could you be that would be safe?”
If Cody doesn’t have any ideas, then offer some suggestions. The child is not in trouble, but you are merely helping him to stay safe. 

Relax and have fun as you help your children or other children explore their curiosity, acknowledge their feelings and express their thoughts.

Linda Ranson Jacobs

Healthy Loving Partnerships 4 Our Kids

Email:  Linda@hlp4.com  

© 2012 by the author
This publication is protected under U.S. Copyright laws [© Linda Ranson Jacobs, 2012] However, it is also a ministry to those who need it. While you may pass along this article freely, please check before reprinting anything in another publication. In most cases, all she requires is proper credit.

IMPORTANT NOTE: Nothing in this document or materials from Linda Ranson Jacobs should be considered as psychological or legal advice. Linda is not a psychologist, psychiatrist, therapist, or lawyer. These suggestions are simply suggestions and not guaranteed solutions to your particular problems. Linda offers this information because she was a single mom for years and ran a child care where the majority of her children were from single parent families. She offers support, encouragement, and suggestions to help you succeed as a single parent.

� NC The News and Observer, August 31, 2008


� Chicago Tribune, April 14, 2003, Chicagotribune.com


� Chicago Tribune, April 14, 2003, Chicagotribune.com





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.consciousdiscipline.com" ��www.consciousdiscipline.com� 





